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in view of the iiportance of ^.lectivity to the ^ 
understanding of the'^interpersonal, saall group, and public^ 
conaunication processes, this concept must be introduced into Jihe 
coaounication jriassroott* ' This paper J.itraduc€s an instructional aodel 
that s,i*plifies the stud^ent's understanding of-*h€ foux major steps 
involved in the sej^tivity prqce'ss: selective exposure, attention, 
perception, and retention* Discussion is included regarding possrt)9^ . 
extensions of this oodel and suggested areas o£ classioou 
application; A diagram of the oodel is included* (Author/M^I) 
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' ' ABSTRACT 

' ' ■ - . ' ' ' ' ' 

^This paper -introduces a useful instructional model of thei selectivity • 
process. Given the importance of selectivity^ to the understanding of the. 
interpersonal, small group, and public co^nmuriication processes, it. is , . 
essential* that this concept be introduced into the communication cfassroom. 
The model sfeejks to simplify the , student's understanding* of the four majoif 
steps in the- selectivity process: selective exposure, attention, perception 
and retention-. Discussion concerns possible e'^jtensiohs. and areas of class-, 
room application. ^ - ^ • 



An Inatructio,nal .Model of the Process Of Selectivity 



The purpose of this paper is to introduce a' useful instructional 
model of the. selectivity process. This pro9je^s (exposure, attention, 
perception, and retentio^n) ha^.been^the focus, of ' behavioral research for 

some time in speech communrcatioQ and other social sciences, ^The basic 

it*"** * 
assumption .of selectivity is that individuals tend to seek out, attend to, 

perceive, and remember that information which is consistent with previously 

held ^btitude or* belief structijres and, .conversely, to avoid inconsistent ^ 

information. 4s educators in the field of speech communicati'on, we must 

6e*arch for the best ways in which to introduce and explain our 'conceptual?* 

frameworks and. the results of our experimental research. It is believed 

jtj^t . this^mpdel se^ves^ su^jh a purpose in connnunicatipn_f 4y.catioi^ . . 

Several of the basic texts in speech communication explain the selectivity 

process .and assign to it importance for .theory in the field^, Burgoon notes 

that "most people are unaware that communication, i^ a very selective process , 



and they ^are tinware that selectivity greatly affects the nature of their 
communication/activities.** To the extent that educators iij speech communi- 
cation agree with this position and assign importance to the selectivity 
processy^it is a phenomenon worthy of our attention in^ the classroom.' 

/ ♦ ' ^ / * r/ ' •** 

The selectivity model (Figure 1), fiaf l^e€^n used as an instructional aid 
dt^three major universities with great success. It aids^ the student in his * 
conceptualization of each" of the four "stages" 'of selectivity*^ as integral 
part^of one process,"* as well a,s in remembering .each of. the stages and its 
function. The model can be co3[Ticeptualize4 as four "gates" through which 
.information must travel in order '^for' it to be used by^s^e individual. Each 
of these gates is desdribedi be^ow. *- , ' , ' 

Selective Exposure • • ^ ' 

Reinforcement and consistjency theories suggest that people will choose 
^ to expose themselves to consistent and/or reinforcing information. Mills, 
Arotison, an<i Robinson^ "suggestejd' that we do^ selectively choose and avofd 
information by such criteria. This has an important impact on communication 
theory since f/e tend to 3eek comritunipation .t^at is aonsistent and/or rein- 
forcing in the interpersonal, small group, and masg communication "arenas." 
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The "x"s at the left of the -model represent'*p6ss£bld information avail- 
abl^ to us in the environment af any given* time. As the information <* 

approaches the exposure *"gajte" , it is funneled in such^a wajTvthat we 

/" , 

only* expose ourselves- to some of, the information, allowing the rest to 

' ' V ' : - . . . 

remain in oj. revert to the environment. For example, we may choose tp 

* ^ ^* * 

expose ourselves to „onfe particular news magazine in plac^ of other possible 

magazines. In so doing we have ^greatly reduced the amount of itiformation 

we can process. At some later date, we may choose some of the information 

previously rejected if we feel that such information*^ woulji be r^infor 

and/or consistent.'' , • ' , 

* Selective Attention \ 
* ' Recent theorists^ have suggested th^t since man/s ca'pacity ^o proces's 

information is limited, a 'selecT ive"~device o^perat'es to" altbw ^only^^gome of°"' . 
the infonpation to which cme is expQsed to b,e proce»s^ed. This funneling/ 
."gate" is referre'd to as selective attention. Again, the amount of ififor- , 

• raation the indiviual is able to use becomes diminished. Dissonance theory^ 
suggests that individuals will more likely attend^ to itifomation' that is 
consonant than dissonant. Consider^^ ^researeh.^hfs been conducted to/ , \ 
demonstrate this phenomenon. For- example, while one mtght'have chosen to 
read a particular magazine, he^. is not likely to pay equal attention to *all 
parts of that magazine. If he recently purchased a ^'articular product, ^he 
is most likely to attend to those advertis^eats which' support ,tfrat behavior 
To /the extent that information may be of d permanent nature, it may be 
"re-cycled" Into the store, of s'timuli t;o whi(^ one may be .exposed again, 
(i.e. other advertisements may be seen ajt some other time). This re-cycling 
process is illustrated at the bottom of the mgd^ i^ the first t^o stages. 

Selective Perception ' 4 ^ . » 

While the previous "gates" have attempted Ifco^creeri out all incon- 

sistent stimuli, some will still be attetidfe^ 'ta. ^ Oit. .the' basis of consider- 
-able theory and research^, "it appears tl)at indi-vxduals at this third &at"e 

will filter the informatign attended to' in ordeV to perceive wliat they 
'want to or expect to pferceive,,* regardless, of* \^hether such perceptions are 

in lin6 with others' perceptions, of reality. Tfius, information quantity 




is no.t diminished, ifut its 'coii$^tk% is dften distorted or modified in' 
some way, ' • ' " . ♦ ♦ ' 

Selective Retegfion ^ , , . ' ^ 

' Finally, selective retention (or recall) operates as our memory to 
Store information. That information* which is non-reinforcing will likely 
pe forgotten (or. placed in lotig^teriti storage), while reinforcing infor- 
mation will more probal^ly be remembered. Thus, given exposure to a two- 
sided message, .individuals tend to remenjber that infprmatiprl. which is 
, supportive, forgetting the rest. The model illustrates that while only 
/a small amount of itiformation is utilized, much that is perceived may be 
storjed in memoty. Thus* it is |ossi*ble that such information may later be 
recalled under some circumstances, , ^ ^ 

Discus^Toli * ' ' . - - * 

No claim is made that this model answers all the questions in the . 
area of selectivity,, that id, includes all neurological and biological • ' 
knowledge, 6r' that it mirrors realfty exactly,*^ it- is suggested, however, 
that this model can stimulate discussion, and aid the Student' in his 
understanding of the basic selectiv^y process,^ 

Experience 'With tfe model in the* classroom suggests that discussion 
can be profitably focused upon topics such ^s the folloVing:"' ' 

(1) Is the linear positioning of the^^Our ''gates" legltiinate? It could 
b^ argued, for example, that perception is -the. first;. st;ep in the* 
selec^vity process*, With selective exposure", al:^tentibn, arid re- 
tention xol lowing, ■ • 

(2) What are the variables w^ich influence^ th^ various steps in the* ^ 
process? Students can be asked to investigate these y^^iables (^.g. 

' consistency, reinforcement) and' report back to the classroom.. * 

(3) How »might the model be expanded? Different* types of memory storag-^. 
J systems migiit be explored ><e.g, sensor);^ sjtora^^L,^^6rt-term storage, 

long-term storage) and incorporated into the mod^l 
. (4) Are there perhaps^ other steps in the ordcess? The mocje^' repxrfesents 
the ^popular notion of four-stage process of sfelectivityl It may 
• ' Ve^that there are one ot more additional '^g^a^tes^'^ through; which, 
X information must travel in the. selectivity process, • ' * ; ' • \ 
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' ; *\ '^'^ '(5) Is It legitimate tio condfeptualize^itif ormation as* capable of 
A^;. ' t' '''^ '^^^^ recycled? Acjcording to ^he Abdel, information does not , 

. ' 'merely tfLssa'pearj rathei^, much'^inlBopmation will be recycled 

through the selectivity ga£es. Students can discuss and further 
^Investigate this reC:ycl£ing' prbcess* ^ \ . 

-'. These questions (depending upon the depth and focus* of the course) 
; ^ cati ^be assigaed for rese'^rch or introduced to students for operj^ discussion, 
^ It is* hoped i^hat thTough.§uch a process this four-stage model will aid \ 

t^is s|;ud^^t o£ .commutficatidn in tfie coucepty^lization, analysis, and 



understanding dtf tH^ selectivity process. i 
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